THE MAGNATES

Baron Schoudler, Siegfried's father, Metternich's banker, who had
been ennobled thanks to the statesman's good offices, dressed in a court
dress of the period of Ferdinand II; while the other picture was of
Siegfried himself, wearing a plain black frock-coat^ painted in his prime
by Carolus Duran.

The Austrian branch of the Schoudlers had disappeared with the
childless death of Siegfried's two elder brothers. Siegfried himself, even
though he had come to France to build up his own fortune and had be-
come naturalized, had been confirmed in the title by the Emperor
Francis Joseph. Moreover, Siegfried had on several occasions been
useful in secret negotiations between Napoleon III and Vienna.

The Schoudlers had other offices in Paris. There was the old
office at the bank in the Rue des Petits-Champs, and the ones at the
newspaper founded by Noel, and the ones of a variety of other com-
panies. But it was here, in the house built just before 1870, that the
temple of their power, the centre, now hereditary, of their wealth and
their strength, really lay. And when the male members of the family
were gathered together within these green-leather walls, meals might
grow cold or visitors impatient, but no one dared disturb them.

Jean-Noel put his hand on the door of a safe that was flush with the
wall and whose colour was in keeping with the leather hangings. His
delight in fiddling with unknown objects compelled him to turn one of
the knobs which, as it changed its setting, produced a dry little clicking
sound. Jean-Noel quickly withdrew his hand and turned round. He
was blushing, his heart was beating hard and he felt at fault. Fortu-
nately no one had heard him. The Patriarch was speaking.

"And who's to look after things with me while you're away?" he said
to the traveller,

"Francois has everything in hand," replied Noel Schoudler. "He'll
manage everything all right."

"Really, do you think the boy's got sense enough?" the Patriarch
went on. "Has he the authority? Does he know what*s going on?"

"Yes, Father, don't worry. Besides, Frangois'll make no decisions
without consulting you."

"Of course not, Grandfather," said Francois.

It was already nearly ten years since old Siegfried had taken any
effective part in the management of the multiple affairs of the Schoudler
family. Noel was in charge of everything. Nevertheless, the Patriarch
remained nominally in power. His role nowadays was limited to sign-
ing from time to time some deed; but he did it so slowly and after
demanding so many explanations that he still believed he was the
master.

His respectful family, who never forgot that they owed almost every-
thing to the old chief of the tribe, did their best to maintain the illusion
without which he would probably have died on the spot. Besides,
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